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Abstract 
Educational system in Malaysia has been deeply influenced by the colonial educational system left during British colonization. 
The arrival of Chinese and Indians immigrant to Malaysia leads to the existence of vernacular schools such as Malays, Chinese 
and Indians schools. This paper argues that ethnic boundary via vernacular schools is one of the factors that barricade the social 
interaction between multi ethnic students in Malaysia. The existence of ethnic boundary arguably, limits the social interaction 
among multi ethnic students and thus enhances stereotype and social distance. 
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1. Introduction 
     
The education system in this country has been much influenced by the colonial education system from the former 
British government. The education system during the colonization functioned as a channel to prolong and maintain 
their colonization era instead of developing the colonised country. The multitudes influx of Chinese and Indian 
immigrants into this nation during the British colonization era has brought to the emergence a multiracial society in 
Malaysia. A multiracial society exists when the diverse parts of living community habitats together yet differ in the 
same political unit. Each group or race holds to their own religion, culture and language besides drawing a 
distinction in work distribution according to different races in the economical field (Furnivall, 1956). The influx of 
Chinese and Indian immigrants in Malaysia during the British colonisation era has also brought along the emergence 
of schools with various streams in Malaysia, including the Malay, Chinese and Indian education. This situation is 
permitted by the British authorities with the intention of dividing and minimizing the interaction between different 
races in our country. This is also to prevent cooperation among the people as the British authorities’ position will be 
threaten when people begins to cooperate. Moreover, the education syllabus differed according to respective 
schools. For example, in the Chinese and Indian education, the education syllabuses were adapted directly from their 
country of origin. Consequently, the generation of students sprung from these education systems did not recognise 
the country’s history. This leads to the existence of prejudiced feelings among the people of different ethnics in the 
country which may spark off conflict between ethnics (Amaleen Aisyah, 2000). 
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Therefore, the education system in this country plays an important role as an agent that cultivates preserves and 
promotes the nation’s unity (Amaleen Aisyah, 2000). Unity and understanding between ethnics are crucial aspects to 
ensure peace, politic stability and economic growth in this country (Sanusi Osman, 1989). The education system 
available currently still maintains the school system dominated by certain ethnic groups, for example, Sekolah 
Kebangsaan (SK), Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan Cina (SJKC) and Sekolah Jenis Kebangsaan Tamil (SJKT). The 
division between ethnics through education causes limited and scarce interaction between students of different 
ethnics (Sanusi Osman, 1989). This article focuses on the ethnics’ boundary and the social interaction pattern among 
students of various ethnics from the three different streams of schools aforesaid. The issue concerning the 
relationship between ethnics is important for a country with a composition of different races of people as in 
Malaysia.  
Every ethnic group has their respective education system (Shamsul Amri Baharuddin, 2007). Malay students 
learn in Malay established schools and use the Malay language while Indians learn in Indian established schools, 
using the Tamil language and the Chinese students learn in Chinese established schools, using Mandarin as their 
main language.  The education system that divides the students according to their mother tongue and ethnic 
difference is a less effective means of cultivating integration and mutual understanding among students. This causes 
the students’ interaction to revolve only among groups of the similar ethnic. According to Mansor Mohd Noor 
(1992; 1997; 2000), although the polarisation condition exists in the society, yet this condition is gradually 
declining. He stated that the importance towards ethnic preference varies if compared to other norms, for example, 
personal importance in the form of material, social status and social bonds.  Furthermore, the acts of individual 
social regarding globalised norms has produced a new act that has no direct relation with the ethnic norms whereby 
this has lower the concern towards the boundary exist among the ethnic groups.  Yet, most studies conducted 
regarding ethnic relations less explain the ethnic boundary among the ethnic groups in Malaysia. Therefore, this 
article focuses on the ethnic boundary among students in the primary school level- the SK, SJKC and SJKT to 
examine the factors that cause the ethnic boundary and the degree of ethnic boundary which may influence the 
social interaction pattern among students.   
 
2. Multicultural Society in Malaysia 
 
Malaysia is country consisting of a multicultural society- the Malay, Chinese and Indian and other minority 
ethnics.  The multicultural society exists when the different parts of living community habitats together yet differs in 
the similar political unit. Every group or race holds to their respective religion, culture and language besides 
drawing a distinction in work distribution according to different races in the economical field. In other words, the 
multicultural society is a human aggregate where different races in a country mingle, yet do not unite in a realistic 
sense (Furnivall, 1956). Moreover, there is not a country whose population consists entirely of only one race or 
descent where this is due to human’s social mobility. Colonisation also propels human migration from one region to 
another or one country to another country. Most countries in Asia, Africa, Europe and America have a multicultural 
society (Manja Mohd Ludin, 1990).  
The British colonialists’ policy of bringing the foreign labours especially from China and India for economic 
purposes has changed the country’s demographic structure and caused complications when the country achieved 
independence and also during the period of the nation’s effort to establish national policies (Harris Md. Jadi, 1990).  
The historical development has reflected the emergence of a multiracial society that possesses a myriad of cultures. 
Historical factors for example, foreign labour migration and the British administration policy in Malaya have 
produced a pattern of a multicultural society as it is now in this country. The diversity and the variety of cultures, 
descents, ethnics, religion and beliefs have then become the identity of a multicultural society in this nation (Hazri 
Jamil, 2002).  
 
3. Relationship between the Majority and the Minority Ethnics 
 
Barth (1969) defined the term “ethnic groups” as a social organisation that displays characteristics that may be 
explained through the process of self ascription or ascription by others. In other words, the ethnic groups that 
consist of members that ascribe to themselves and also to be ascribed by others is considered a different category. 
Hoffman (1991) relates ethnic groups with certain characteristics shown by an ethnic group and borders that 
differentiate one ethnic group with another. He also differentiated characteristics of the ethnic group into two 
categories, one that is in the objective manner or in a subjective manner that is based on religion. The ethnic group is 
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a group of people that has similar self ascription towards a set of tradition which is not being shared by other ethnic 
groups of interaction in a diverse country (Tan Yao Sua, 2005). Tradition in this context refers to the belief and 
religion practices, language, and attitude towards history’s continuity, descent, and similar place of origin (De Vos, 
1975)   
Every ethnic group differs from the aspects of physical appearance, culture, language and religion besides 
displays strong primordial ties which is also the boundary mark that differentiates between one ethnic group to other 
ethnic groups. Relations of the majority and the minority ethnics usually is characterised as domination-
subordination. This relationship does not exist until one ethnic successfully exerts its requests to other ethnic groups. 
This situation is similar to the relations of forceful power as by the Cummins (1997) that involves by the dominant 
group, being the superior towards the subordinate groups that are the inferior. The domination-subordination pattern 
in the majority and minority ethnic relations portrays the difference of power and influence between groups that 
involve relative criteria comparison (Yetman, 1991). The majority and minority ethnic relations need to be viewed 
according to the relative comparison from the aspect of status and power. According Ogbu (1983), an ethnic group 
will be categorised as minority if the group subordinates in aspects of power and influence when relatively 
compared to other ethnic groups.   
 
4. The National Education System  
 
The Second World War brought the education system in Malaysia to another new level. The previous education 
system that caused racial division in Malaya was being taken into serious concern. Barnes Report (1950) and Fenn-
Wu Report (1951) were the primary steps in building towards a national education system in this country. The 
Barnes Report was the most comprehensive and revolutionary report (Abdullah Sani Yahaya, 2003) where it 
proposed the establishment of a new form of primary school, called the “National School” that uses two languages 
mediums- the Malay language and English language. Barnes also suggested the abolishment of Tamil and Chinese 
primary schools. In the secondary level, only subjects with English as the teaching medium were prepared. Although 
the Barnes Report served national purposes and objectives, the report has difficulties in fulfilling the overall requests 
of the community in the country.  After the Barnes Report (1950) failed to fulfil the people’s needs, the Fenn-Wu 
Report (1951) proposed suggestions that support the concept of using three main languages- Malay, English and 
Chinese as teaching mediums. 
 After achieve independence in 1957, the foundation of the national education in the Education Ordinance, or 
more widely known as the Razak Report (1957) was introduced. One prominent aspect that became the foundation 
in this report was the establishment of the national education system besides acknowledging Malay language as the 
main language medium and also the initiation of a curriculum orientated in the surroundings of Malaysia.   The main 
aim the national education system was to produce a society with tolerance. The usage of one language at all 
education level until 1982 was also to unite the people. The aspect of the curriculum initiation orientated in the 
surroundings of Malaysia aims to give focus to factual teachings concerning meaning, life views, norm and values 
based on Malaysia’s environment (Abdullah Sani Yahaya, 2003).  
The Rahman Talib Report (1960) in the Education Act 1961 exercised the permanence of the objectives in the 
Razak Report and outlined the aims and goals of the current national education system. There were four important 
aspects in the report highlighted, firstly, using the initiation of implementing the Malay language as the main 
language medium and also in the process of changing the language medium, to suggest in creating a similar 
examination system despite a difference in language in the primary, lower and upper secondary level. Apart from 
that, the report also proposed that emphasis should be given to the technical and vocational education to generate 
professional labour besides stressing on moral and religious education for spiritual needs as foundation. 
A few years after the implementation of the Rahman Talib report in the education system, a research was 
conducted to determine the education needs to respond to the challenges in the science and technology era and also 
the New Economic Policy. In 1974, the Cabinet Committee was established to examine the implementation of the 
National Education Policy. This committee aims to investigate the purposes and the effects of education including 
curriculum to ensure the nations’ manpower achieves its objective and fulfills the country’s demand where the 
people may be able to live in unity and harmony, disciplined and equipped. One of the committee’s main duty is to 
examine in depth concerning the curriculum and schooling system.  A Cabinet Committee Report was then 
published in 1979 that studies and comments the education pattern, examinations, administration, education 
syllabus, text books, Civic, religious and moral education, disciplinary issues and curriculum education.  As a result 
from this report, the government has agreed to present it to be implemented by the Ministry of New Primary School 
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Curriculum (KBSR) beginning 1982 while the Malaysian Integrated Secondary School Curriculum in 1988.  
Education plays a crucial role in creating unity since the Education Policy has been implemented in 1956. In the 
Razak Report 1956, it was stated the main objective of the National Education Policy was to unite students from all 
ethnic groups into a similar education system using the same language medium- Malay language (Sanusi Osman, 
1986).  
  
5. The Constructs of Ethnic Boundary in Malaysian Schools 
 
Ethnic boundary refers to the pattern of social interaction that is able to increase and strengthen one’s self 
identification from outsiders among the group members as a certification to the distance between ethnic groups. 
Ethnic boundaries are associated with cultural and geographical elements. Cultural elements are also being linked 
with social constructs in ethnic groups that show differences from cultural practices and beliefs. Geographical 
elements are being associated with country’s borderline and place of origin of an ethnic group, for example, the 
immigrants and the rest of the community at the place of origin. For example, the generation of the immigrants for 
an ethnic group in a country are still sometimes being labelled as outsiders by the majorities in the country. The 
social spatial where interaction occurs between ethnic groups indicates the social boundary among these groups of 
people. When interaction between ethnic groups is limited resulting from isolation, the ethnic difference becomes 
obvious which then leads to stereotypical views among ethnic groups.  
A study result by Baerveldt (2007) revealed that ethnic boundary indicate students from the majority ethnic 
groups usually build friendships with those from the similar ethnic group, while students from the minority ethnic 
group usually build friendships involving peers from different ethnics. According to Baerveldt (2007), ethnic 
boundary do not always show the inclination of an individual to choose friends in the similar ethnic group; it can 
also lead to other factors, for example, prioritizing friendship of the similar gender combined with a strong overlap 
between gender and ethnicity in a community. The width of an ethnic boundary is determined by the ethnic’s 
identity and the social distance between various ethnic groups (Najeemah Mohd Yusof, 2006).  
The environment of the Malaysian society that is made up of different composition of ethnics needs a good social 
interaction pattern to ensure the ethnic boundary is decreased whereby this can be realised especially in a 
multiethnic environment. Yet, in the primary education level, students being in the multiethnic environment may 
thicken the ethnic boundary among them (Najeemah Mohd Yusof, 2006). The ethnic boundary being examined in 
this research involved students of the primary education level.   
 
5.1 Ethnic Identity 
Ethnic boundary is influenced by ethnic identity. Ethnic identity can be defined as self or group identification by 
an individual according the specific characteristics of an ethnic group. Family gives strong influence towards the 
formation of a child’s identity. Researches regarding the various ethnic groups in the United States of America 
revealed that ethnic identity is built or influenced strongly according to the location of one’s place of stay. The 
ethnic identity formation occurs through socialization experiences during one’s childhood which is being heavily 
influenced by the ethnic community. Language and culture are two ethnic properties that accentuate ethnic identity 
in order to set the boundary of an ethnic group. Language is more related to ethnic with objective characters, while 
culture includes both ethnic properties of the objective and subjective manner (Tan Yao Sua, 2005).  
The process of cultivating identity can be associated to the way a person perceives himself compared to other 
people. This process is usually linked with questions such as, “Who am I?” or “Who am I going to become?” Ethnic 
identity can be viewed as a group identity emotion that originates from a similar bond towards the language, ethnic 
or religion recognised and acknowledged although this is only by assumption (Tan Yao Sua, 2005). The 
construction of ethnic identity involves many stages (Pebley et al., 2002). At an individual level, ethnic identity is 
based on the situation and will increase resulting from one’s perception and view towards other people. According 
to De Dos (1975), ethnic identity of a group of people includes subjective symbols or emblem from the cultural 
aspect that differentiates one from the other ethnic groups. Among these symbols is the language. Therefore, 
language is a crucial element in the process of cultivating ethnic identity. Language and culture are the two main 
components in building ethnic identity. According to Phinney (1992), ethnic identity among school students is 
divided into 3 stages that is the diffusion stage where a student is able to adapt himself into the culture of the 
dominant group. The exploration stage where students are seeks for his true identity. During this stage, the student 
may sink or reject the dominant culture. The achievement stage happen when the identity of an ethnic group is 
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appreciated. Ethnic realization causes an individual’s knowledge towards his own group and the dominant group to 
result in a relationship with the better ethnic group.  
 
5.2 Culture 
The ethnic culture is one of the factors that influence the ethnic boundary. The definition for the culture concept 
is complicated and goes beyond ethnic boundary. Culture is assumed as a system that includes belief, values, norms, 
practices, symbols and ideas. Strictly saying, culture can be defined as a lifestyle practised by certain groups of 
people and involves social system, arrangement of the economy organization, politics, religion, belief, tradition, 
behaviour and values. According to   Tan Yao Sua (2005), the culture concept is also seen from the holistic 
perspective, which is an equipped lifestyle and involves mutual understanding among the members of the social 
group. Culture can be divided into two types: cultural materialism and non-materialism (Shamsul Amri Baharuddin, 
2007). Materialism cultures are tools and needs in life such as clothing. For example, Malay traditional costumes are 
different from the Chinese. Non materialism cultures are as belief, customs and rules. For example, the marriage 
customs between the Indians and the Chinese are different. According to Hall (1969), culture is the “silent 
language” and the “hidden dimension”. Culture gives identity to a group of people in lifestyle aspects. Culture is 
also inherited from one generation to another generation. Therefore, culture is said to be a body of intellectual and 
material equipment that fulfils biological and societal needs besides being capable of adapting to the environment 
 
5.3 Language 
Language is one the key factors that influences the ethnic boundary and later the social interaction pattern. 
Language functions as the socialisation agent that enables one to accept the culture of an ethnic group (Tan Yao Sua, 
2005). Language is an important communication tool in one’s life. Through language, one can communicate with 
others to express their needs, emotions, views, experiences, ideas, knowledge, to obtain information, to gain 
knowledge, to understand others better and many more (Raminah Hj. Sabran, 1993). Therefore, language is not 
merely a communication tool (Raminah Hj. Sabran, 1993). It is able to be a mark representing the feelings of the 
group of people, a symbol and also representing a battle well-fought.  The power of language exceeds not just only 
as communicative functions, especially when the language is inherited from ancestors (Tan Yao Sua, 2005).   
Language is an ethnic symbol that is honest and has its rights. He stressed that in the process of becoming a symbol, 
the language is inclined to display its qualities. Therefore, language is usually used as to symbolise an ethnic. 
According to Smolicz (1981), every culture has its core values and language is one of them in a culture. Language is 
able to act as a socialisation agent that enables one to accept the culture of an ethnic group (Tan Yao Sua, 2005).  
The Malay language functions as the official language, main language medium, one that promotes unity and also the 
main language compulsory for students of all education levels, be it in the primary schools or the secondary schools 
(KPM, 2001). Under the national education system, the Malay language becomes the language of unity and the main 
language medium among people of various ethnics (Shamsul Amri Baharuddin, 2003).  The education policy that 
emphasize on using one similar language medium is based on the assumption that this may help to generate one 
similar national identity that promotes a nation’s unity.  Moreover, many intellects and scholars view the usage of 
one similar language policy as the rational booster to promote unity in a multiracial country (Tan Yao Sua, 2005).  
 
6. Social Interaction Pattern among Students’ In Malaysian Schools 
 
The social interaction pattern is the social process that occurs among ethnic groups of different culture .The 
interaction process involves cultivating ethnic, interaction and socialization realization since childhood. The learning 
process refers to ethnic socialization. Ethnic socialization denotes the development process where children learn 
about behaviour, perception, values, and manners in an ethnic group besides beginning to see themselves and others 
as members in a group (Phinney, 1987).  Frequent interactions among ethnics can cultivate cultural interaction 
besides strengthening the relationship in both the parties. When both ethnic groups interacts and have good 
relationship, the members of the ethnic group has better opportunities in understanding each other (Shamsul Amri 
Baharuddin, 2003). The relationship among classmates of different ethnics is encouraged as this minimizes 
prejudice and pressure in the relationship of the various ethnics. A person is inclined to interact with individuals that 
have similarities as him. Friends from similar ethnic groups can be equalised in their respect towards cultural values, 
tradition, experience and opportunities (Baerveldt et al., 2004). The multiethnic culture is suitable to increase the 
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social interaction pattern among ethnics (Najemaah Mohd Yussof, 2006). In the meantime, SJKC and SJKT schools 
are more to the monoethnic pattern dominated by the Chinese and the Indians according to respective schools.  
 
7. Theoretical Perspective  
 
The theoretical perspective of this conceptual framework is based on the Bronfenbrenner Ecology Theory, 
Rational Choice Theory, Contact Theory, Symbolic Interaction Theory and Social Identity Theory.   
 
7.1 Bronfenbrenner Ecology Theory  
This Ecology Theory focuses on environmental social-cultural influence towards an individual’s development 
from birth to adulthood. Bronfenbrenner Ecology Theory includes five ecological systems according to children’s 
interaction in their family, peers and adults including the influence of socialcultural  apsects from families and 
the local community. The ecology system is divided into five types of system, they are, the microsystems, 
mesosystem, ecosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 2006). Microsystem refers to an 
environment where children interact directly most of the time with their parents, peers, teachers and other adults at 
home, in their schools or their surroundings. Individuals in the microsystem play a less prominent role in a child’s 
development.  Mesosystem refers to a connection between two microsystems that is the link between family and the 
school, between family and children’s peers, between school and authorised organizations and many more.  
According to Bronfenbenner, children are encouraged to interact and communicate in the mesosystem to create 
better performances compared to children who have fewer opportunities. Ecosystem is a system that involves the 
exterior surroundings where children play a passive role but their development is influenced by the members’ 
actions in the ecosystem, for example, implementation of a programme to increase the integration among students of 
various ethnics by the Parent Teacher Association together with the school. Macrosystem refers to a system 
concerning influence of social-cultural elements and the position of social cultural towards children’s development. 
Macrosystem includes various factors such as gender, ethnic, customs and traditions, values and the social economy 
status that influence the children’s development. Chronosystem refers to the influence of the social-historical 
situation and the events towards children development in a certain period of time.  
According to the Bronfenbrenner Ecology Theory, researchers carries out observation towards the study samples 
that involves not only the classroom, but also the environment outside the classroom to measure the ethnic borders 
among students that will affect the social interaction pattern. Bronfenbrenner Ecology Theory also attracts the 
attention of researchers to not only focus on learning environment in the classroom but also environment outside the 
classroom. In other words, teachers are not only to focus in teaching and learning activities in the classroom but also 
consider the influence from the interaction and communication among students with their peers, family, neighbours, 
and local community outside the school.  According to Bronfenbrenner Ecology Theory, voluntary development 
cannot be controlled by the situation of the environment, but also moved by internal actions. Children are the 
product from their environment. Therefore, children in their surroundings build a link that interconnects whereby 
they choose and create experiences in their surroundings.  
 
7.2 Rational Choice Theory 
   The Rational Choice Theory in the ethnic relations assumes that an individual has aims and different inclinations 
where an individual also acts to maximize material rewards and social status. One’s behaviour functions as personal 
sentiment towards his peer groups. This theory also states that when an individual acts, other choice of action will 
no longer be available. Next, when an individual acts on his choice of behaviour, he creates a social tie that is more 
intimate with individuals. This theory also stresses that when an individual fails to maximize his desired reward, he 
will take actions to gather collective resource and energy where in this matter, the chosen dimension portrays the 
history context of the society’s culture. On the other hand, when an individual fails to maximize satisfaction through 
various dimensions of the social groups in the community, one will turn to religious and godly matters. This theory 
also assumes that when an individual chooses to gather collectively based on cultural and physical inheritance which 
is in an openly manner. According to the given assumptions, the Rational Choice Theory is described as an agent 
that enables individuals to act according to their rational. If a choice made brings benefits, one will stop seeking for 
choices. All actions are seen as rational as they represent choices based on the perception towards information 
obtained.  
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7.3 Contact Theory 
 The main aspect of this theory in the existence of ethnic relations is the idea where relationship between ethnics 
will only occur when an individual from an ethnic group has contact with another individual from a different ethnic 
group (Baerveldt et al., 2004).  According to explanations by Allport (1954), teachers need to create a situation of 
similar status especially involving students from different ethnics so they may have the similar goal in the given 
tasks. Suspicion between ethnic groups may be reduced when having the similar aim (Najeemah Mohd Yusof, 
2006). According to Allport (1954), the relationship involves cooperative cooperation that reduces prejudice and 
increases positive attitudes towards other groups. This increases one’s opportunity to involve himself in a 
relationship. Therefore, chances of students to have relationship with friends from different ethnics are estimated to 
be maximized where they will increase their relationship with friends of different ethnics group. 
 
7.4 Symbolic Interaction Theory  
    The symbolic interaction focuses on the characteristics of natural interaction, which is the dynamic social activity 
found among individuals. When one interacts, he involves himself, other individuals, perspective symbols, 
experiences, mind and ability that determine his role.  Past experiences help one to define the current situation 
besides to examine his future. Interaction is a dynamic process as its definition; interpretation and action are 
inconstant.  In this theory the interpretation and comprehension of the mind towards the surroundings and the 
society around exists as a result from self socialization process. The mind functions to enable one’s existence. 
Besides communicating with other people, we are also conversing with ourselves. This is called the mind activity. 
The mind is also defined as action. Action utilizes symbols and instructs these symbols to one self.  The society is an 
important tool for the development of the mind, one self and symbols. The mind also produces behaviour and certain 
actions when one faces needs.  In the interaction process, an individual will develop certain habits that portray 
certain meanings. An individual’s type of action has meanings and until in the actual interaction, this meaning 
becomes firm and becomes universal, understood by individuals when interacting.  In a situation where one 
understands his action and its meaning, the individual is able to interact with each other smoothly and is able to play 
respective roles without confusion. 
    The mind is a symbolic interaction with oneself. All actions by oneself are the action from the mind. The human 
mind is able to comprehend all types of actions and happenings outside of one self. The mind is also able of measure 
one’s capability and causing one to be an object appraised by others. Therefore, an individual will have self image 
and self perception when interacting with others. When perceptions from self image becomes firm and stable, a 
situation arises, whereby the meaning towards oneself is establish that the person is able to perceive his existence 
and isolated from others. The community is also defined as individuals interacting, taking respective roles, 
communicating, and interpreting among each other besides accommodating their actions, to instruct, to have self 
control and to share their perspectives. Every individual in the community acts together to perform their role and 
duty for each other’s satisfaction. Every individual that interacts does not necessary share the similar intention. 
Interaction between individuals in the society is the source of development that utilizes symbols, actions, and certain 
meanings that are universal. A relationship between oneself and other people in a society forms a communication 
network and a stable interaction becomes a role network. The assembly of these roles will be institutionalised where 
through this institution, the society communicates and acts.   
 
7.5 Social Identity Theory  
The inclination towards building relations with similar ethnic groups can be explained by the Social Identity 
Theory. An individual needs to get along with groups of the similar identity. For most individuals, ethnicity serves 
this purpose. Social identity as a whole reflects the difference from individuals of different ethnics more than the 
similarities among them, which elevates prejudice instead of reducing it, and obstructs the building of relationship 
between different ethnic groups. According to the Social Identity Theory, researchers can estimate the ethnic 
boundary by providing opportunities, where the students will be inclined to build a relationship with friends of 
similar ethnic compared to friendships with peers of different ethnics.  These theories are relevant in a school’s 
environment whether it is a multiethnic school as the SJKC and SJKT. These theories can also be associated with 
ethnic boundary and social interaction pattern among students of different ethnics in the SK, SJKC and SJKT. From 
these theories, a theoretical perspective is being drawn.  
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                                                                                            Figure1. Theoretical Perspective 
 
According to Diagram 1 above, the relationship between students of various ethnics in the SK, SJKC and SJKT 
schools is examined to identify the factors that increases or reduces the ethnic boundary. Ethnic boundary can be 
measured according to students’ behaviour and their interaction among themselves. Through examining whether the 
ethnic boundary is thick or thin, the social interaction pattern among the students may be identified. At the diffusion 
stage, students are able to adapt themselves with the dominant culture. This stage occurs to Chinese and Indian 
students in the SK schools. At the exploration stage, students search for their true ethnic identity. During this stage, 
students will either submerge into or reject the dominant culture. At the achievement stage, students appreciate their 
ethnic group identity and accept other ethnic groups’ identity which forms a harmonious ethnic relationship. Social 
interactions that occurs between Malay, Chinese and Indian students are either in one way, in which this involves 
interaction among the similar ethnic, Malay students building friendships with Malay peers; two way interaction 
involves social interaction between two ethnic groups, either between Malay students and Chinese students or 
Chinese students with Indian students; three way interaction that involves social interaction between all three ethnic 
groups, the Malay, Chinese and Indian students.   
 
8. Conclusion 
The readings survey and research concerning ethnic boundary are the main factors that influence the social 
interaction pattern. As a whole, this article discusses the ethnic boundary and the factors that cause the existence of 
ethnic boundary. Theories regarding the relationship and interaction among human beings are also being explained 
where researchers utilize these theories as guidance which will be used when conducting researches and studies 
concerning the ethnic boundary among students of different ethnics in SK, SJKC and SJKT schools. The ethnic 
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boundary research will also assist the researchers in examining the social interaction pattern among themselves 
whether it is in the form of one way, two way or three way interaction. This model of research aims to show that 
ethnic boundary is linked and affects the social interaction pattern. Thin ethnic boundary denotes a good social 
interaction pattern and thus, creates integration between students of different ethnics.  Researchers in multiethnic 
schools have found that students tend to resegregate themselves. For instance, ethnic groups may define particular 
areas of the school as "their territory". School policies may also contribute to resegregation. When teachers and 
administrators segregate students into honours, regular, and remedial classes that create racially or ethnically 
homogeneous groups, the classes often magnify already existing stereotypes and discrimination. Even when ethnic 
or racial identities no longer serve as a basis for group cohesion, they may continue to make individuals feel special 
and part of a community. Ethnic group membership may also exclude members of certain groups from friendship 
cliques, social activities, or may limit their status and popularity. This can lead to racial and ethnic conflicts, which 
can help establish an alternative sense of identity within the school. Additionally, ethnic boundary may be more or 
less important depending on the school context, income and age of the student, and social and economic conditions 
in the larger society. The divisions between "them" and "us" due to different school environment make ethnic group 
boundary become thicker and may increase the disparity.  The potential for conflict as students feel alienated 
increases as students perceive benefits of racial and ethnic group membership, feeling like they belong to a group of 
loyal friends. Consequently, schools must make efforts to prevent racial and ethnic clashes in order to focus on 
academics. Recognizing common values (all students want to feel that they belong) and differential power (some 
groups "belong" more than others) is essential in order to maintain stability and positive relationships in a 
multiethnic country like Malaysia. 
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